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INTRODUCTION
Ramirez et al. (2021) have recently claimed that using Virtual Reality (VR) as an educational nudge
to promote empathy is unethical. These authors argue that the influence exerted on the participant
through virtual simulation is based on the deception of making them believe that they are someone
else when this is impossible (p. 4–7). This makes the use of VR for empathy enhancement a
manipulative strategy in itself.
Following Goldie (2011, but see also Goldie, 1999, 2000), Ramirez et al. argue that adopting
the other’s perspective is very difficult or even impossible. In most cases, in order to adopt the
other’s perspective, one must govern his or her imaginative process with a “characterisation” of
the other, based on past experiences and (sometimes unconscious) aspects of his or her character
or emotions, to which the observer does not have access. They reinforce this argument with some
insights from semantic variance and intersectional approaches to personal identity. In a nutshell,
they claim that the promise of being “someone else” in VR is doomed to fail. Consequently,
empathy-enhancing simulations are deceptive in nature and, therefore, they constitute an ethically
undesirable educational tool. Alternatively, the authors suggest that it would be more justified to
use VR to enhance sympathy—understanding “sympathy” as the “process of feeling for another”
which leads to expressing an “attitude of care or of concern with respect to their target” (p. 13,
italics in the original source).
In this article, we show that Ramirez et al.’s ethical rejection of empathy enhancement through
VR is based on confusion. First, we show that this misunderstanding stems from the conception
of empathy-enhancing simulations solely as failed attempts at “being someone else,” along with
ignoring the crucial difference between the psychological perspective-taking processes of imagine-
other and imagine-self. Then, having overcome that misconception, we argue that the ethical
misgivings about the use of VR to promote empathy should disappear and that these projects have
greater potential for behavioural change than purely sympathy-focused interventions.
EMPATHY: WHOSE PERSPECTIVE-TAKING?
Ramirez et al. (2021, p. 7) recognise that empathy understood as perspective-taking—or what
Darwall (1998) called “projective empathy” or “simulation”—essentially admits two modes.
According to Goldie (2011, p. 302), on the one hand, one can aim to imagine the perspective
of other subjects, thus assuming their thoughts, feelings, decisions and diverse aspects of their
psychology. On the other hand, one can share someone’s perspective by imagining oneself in the
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other person’s shoes. In other words, in this second mode you
would seek to get an idea of which thoughts, feelings, decisions
or other psychological traits you would come up with if you
were in the other person’s circumstances. These two forms of
perspective-taking (imagine-other and imagine-self perspectives)
have often been confused or equated with each other despite
empirical evidence of their differences (Stotland, 1969; Batson
et al., 1997a).
Although Ramirez et al. do not confuse this distinction, we
believe that their argument does not give enough relevance to
the differences between them. An example of this is that Ramirez
et al. (2021, p. 7) refer to a text by Goldie (2011, p. 309) to defend
the infeasibility of any perspective-taking proposal in VR when,
with this text, and with his entire article, Goldie intended to
criticise only “empathetic perspective-shifting” or imagine-other
perspective-taking, and not “in-her-shoes perspective-shifting”
or imagine-self perspective-taking (Goldie, 2011, p. 302).
These two forms of perspective-taking are not merely
conceptually different. Some empirical studies have shown
that both processes require different skills (e.g., imagine-other
requires greater mental flexibility and emotional regulation to
put one’s perspective in abeyance) and have different effects
(Batson et al., 1997b, 2003; Goldie, 1999, 2000, 2011; Decety
and Chaminade, 2003; Decety and Sommerville, 2003; Decety,
2006, 2007; Decety and Grézes, 2006; Decety and Hodges, 2006;
Decety and Jackson, 2006; Goldman, 2006, 2011; Iacoboni, 2008).
Moreover, they activate different neurological mechanisms (Ruby
and Decety, 2001, 2004; Jackson et al., 2006a). By default, when
we try to imagine the perspective of others we tend to do so with
an in-her-shoes simulation (Keysar et al., 2003; Royzman et al.,
2003; Goldman, 2006; Jackson et al., 2006b). Therefore, keeping
this distinction in mind is very important for the discussion on
the ethical aspects of enhancing empathy through VR.
DISCUSSION
We agree with Ramirez et al. that using VR to simulate being
a specific other person is very difficult because of the real
disparity between the two individuals involved and the observer’s
impossible access to prior experiences and sensations important
for really understanding what it means to be that other person.
In that sense, presenting VR as being able to achieve what it
cannot really do—allowing us to be “someone else”—could be
misleading. Still, we also believe that expectations can be much
better if VR is used not to pretend to be someone else but to
represent other people’s perspectives without pretending to know
their personal identity entirely, that is, to put yourself in their
shoes but still be yourself.
However, this kind of “imagine-self ” perspective-taking also
has its problems. The most significant has to do with our
intrinsic egocentric bias. When we try to guess how the other
thinks, feels or desires we have a tendency to assume a greater
similarity between them and us than actually exists (Keysar et al.,
2003), leading to prediction errors about others’ behaviour and
mental state (Dunning et al., 1990; Goldman, 2006; Coplan, 2011,
p. 10–11).
Having said that, we believe that this type of VR simulation
can be feasible and educationally beneficial. Some strategies could
be applied in this respect. On the one hand, complementary
measures of transparency can be taken so as not to be accused
of being deceptive. For instance, before the virtual experience,
participants could be told that the embodiment in avatars
of other social groups does not exactly imply being like a
person from those collectives. Such warnings would help us to
circumvent the objection of deception and would also serve to
preserve the possible misgivings of the members of the social
groups represented.
On the other hand, the key would be to use VR in a restricted
way, especially attempting to help the user to more easily imagine
what it is like, not to be someone in particular, but to experience
certain typical, simple and very generalisable situations. Thanks
to the use of virtual avatars that simulate the experience of
having different bodies, it can be easier to imagine adopting the
perspective of another—even an animal (Ahn et al., 2016) or
a superhero (Rosenberg et al., 2013), while still being able to
differentiate that embodiment from our human identity. It would
be a matter of mainly embodying the virtual representation of the
specific out-group trait that is intended to increase empathy.
It would also help to underline that this empathy-enhancing
use of VR is for educational1 or training purposes, and that
it voluntarily cultivates the ability to put oneself in the other’s
shoes (Persson and Savulescu, 2018, pp. 186, 190; Read, 2019).
Moreover, through virtual embodiment, what is achieved is
only to make these experiences “more experientially vivid” than
simply imagining the other’s point of view with traditional
perspective-taking methods (Gehlbach et al., 2015).
From this concrete application of VR, the predictive
difficulties that could be objected to in-her-shoes empathy (due
to its egocentric bias) could be avoided. In part, because if
the simulation aims to acquire better knowledge of only a
certain (simple and universal) aspect of the other person’s
perspective, and not all the details of it, the fact that the
observer cannot make accurate predictions about the other
person’s thoughts and behaviour as a whole would lose its
relevance. Moreover, if necessary, unlike in a traditional (non-
technologically mediated) simulation exercise, the designer can
provide the avatar software with the data that the user does
not have about the target character, or introduce operational
strategies to block or counteract the user’s egocentric bias.
Furthermore, we believe that this restricted in-her-shoes
virtual embodiment could be more effective than the alternative
proposal by Ramirez et al. to nudge users’ sensitivity to the
suffering and injustices of others. These authors advocate VR
simulations that seek sympathy rather than empathy. In their
own words, “(s)ubjects of those simulations are invited to see the
simulations as something they are witnessing and hence don’t
involve problematic perspective-taking” (p. 13). Users would
thus be no more than “engaged witnesses” or “sympathetic
bystanders.” Ramirez et al. call for simulations to be constructed
1For instance, the research of Ingram et al. (2019) with middle school
students showed that virtual reality interventions decreased traditional bullying
perpetrations mediated by an increase in empathy.
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in such a way that they “provide the subject with their own point-
of-view as opposed to the point-of-view of a different person.”
(p. 13). This undermines the possibility of virtual embodiment
because it entails taking the first-person perspective of another
subject. They support this by stressing that, thanks to this
substantive distancing of the viewpoints involved, sympathy will
not be about the empathy-related “mirroring the feelings of
another,” but rather about expressing “an attitude of care or
concern with respect to their target” (p. 13).
Indeed, we agree that there should be a differentiation between
the viewpoints of the observer and the target, but that this is
primarily due to cognitive factors. It will be much more effective
in terms of awareness-raising if the differentiation of viewpoints
does not entail the detachment related to the attitude of the
mere spectator (see Ventura et al., 2020). In contrast to this
detachment, it is worth noting that a distinctive feature of the
in-her-shoes virtual embodiment is its high likelihood of giving
rise to an “empathic concern,” that is, greater compassion and
interest for those suffering from negative experiences and a
greater willingness to alleviate it (Davis, 1980). Therefore, it turns
out that, even if one’s own perspective is implanted in that of
others with an essentially cognitive purpose, the result can be
a feeling on the behalf of the other, in many cases because of
the selfish interest of avoiding the anguish produced by this
experience (Batson et al., 1997a).
Thus, unlike sympathy enhancement, our proposal of
empathy enhancement through virtual embodiment seeks to
improve the understanding of certain emotions of others to
reinforce motivation, namely, provoking greater concern for the
target that translates into effective changes in behaviour (Rueda
and Lara, 2020). Let us not forget that I would be imagining
what it would be like for me to be in the painful situation
of the other, as opposed to the proposal of Ramirez et al. in
which the pain would always be presented as that of the other.
Elsewhere we have reviewed an increasing body of evidence
of how Virtual Reality Embodied Perspective-Taking (VREPT)
experiences have promising behavioural changes in the real world
(Rueda and Lara, 2020, p. 7–11). Virtual embodiment refers to the
experience of inhabiting another virtual subject by the process of
body transfer into a digital avatar. Virtual embodiment can be
used to adopt the perspective of different out-group people in
order to increase the empathy to concrete social targets through
embodying their digital representations. Some experiments have
placed participants in the bodies of virtual avatars with other
skin tones (Groom et al., 2009; Peck et al., 2013; Banakou et al.,
2016; Hasler et al., 2017), different genders (Seinfeld et al., 2018),
ages (Oh et al., 2016; Hamilton-Giachritsis et al., 2018), members
of disabled groups (Ahn et al., 2013; Chowdhury et al., 2019),
people in situations of extreme social exclusion (Herrera et al.,
2018), and even other species (Ahn et al., 2016). Seinfeld et al.’s
(2018) experiment in which some male batterers who adopted
the perspective of abused women with female avatars increased
their ability to recognise emotions in women’s faces may serve
as a prominent example. Presumably, VREPT is more likely to
lead to greater awareness of the problem than if VR were only
intended as a simulation in which the user does not leave the role
of bystander.
Summarising, Ramirez et al.’s disbelief regarding ethical
appraisal of empathy-enhancing simulations in VR is
surmountable. Although VR does not allow us to be exactly
“someone else,” it permits us to inhabit other virtual avatars
through the embodiment in the representations of other social
identities. Walking in their virtual shoes can be a significant
step towards the ethical permissibility of empathy enhancement
in VR.
AUTHOR CONTRIBUTIONS
FL and JR contributed to the bibliography exploration, content
development, and writing of the manuscript. Both authors listed
have made a substantial, direct and intellectual contribution to
the work, and approved it for publication.
FUNDING
This article was part of the research project EthAI+3 (Digital
Ethics. Moral Enhancement through an Interactive Use
of Artificial Intelligence), funded by the State Research
Agency of the Spanish Government (PID2019-104943RB-
I00). JR also thanks to the funding of an INPhINIT
Retaining Fellowship of the La Caixa Foundation (Grant
Number LCF/BQ/DR20/11790005).
REFERENCES
Ahn, S. J., Bostick, J., Ogle, E., Nowak, K. L., McGillicuddy, K. T., and
Bailenson, J. N. (2016). Experiencing nature: embodying animals in immersive
virtual environments increases inclusion of nature in self and involvement
with nature. J. Comput. Mediat. Commun. 21, 399–419. doi: 10.1111/jcc4.
12173
Ahn, S. J., Le, A. M., and Bailenson, J. (2013). The effect of embodied experiences
on self-other merging, attitude, and helping behaviour.Media Psychol. 16, 7–38.
doi: 10.1080/15213269.2012.755877
Banakou, D., Hanumanthu, P. D., and Slater, M. (2016). Virtual
embodiment of white people in a black virtual body leads to a sustained
reduction in their implicit racial bias. Front. Hum. Neurosci. 10:601.
doi: 10.3389/fnhum.2016.00601
Batson, C. D., Early, S., and Salvarini, G. (1997a). Perspective taking: imagining
how another feels versus imagining how you would feel. Pers. Soc. Pers. Bull.
23, 751–758. doi: 10.1177/0146167297237008
Batson, C. D., Lishner, D. A., Carpenter, A., Dulin, L., Harjusola-Webb, S., Stocks,
E. L., et al. (2003). As you would have them do unto you: does imagining
yourself in the other’s place stimulate moral action? Pers. Soc. Psychol. Bull. 29,
1190–1201. doi: 10.1177/0146167203254600
Batson, C. D., Sager, K., Garst, E., Kang, M., Rubchinsky, K., and
Dawson, K. (1997b). Is empathy-induced helping due to self-other
merging? J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 73, 495–509. doi: 10.1037/0022-3514.7
3.3.495
Chowdhury, T. I., Ferdous, S. M. S., and Quarles, J. (2019). VR disability
simulation reduces implicit bias towards persons with disabilities. IEEE Trans.
Vis. Comput. Graph 27, 3079–3090. doi: 10.1109/TVCG.2019.2958332
Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 3 August 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 741516
Lara and Rueda Avoiding Misconceptions in Empathy Enhancement
Coplan, A. (2011). “Understanding empathy: its features and effects,” in Empathy:
Philosophical and Psychological Perspectives, eds A. Coplan and P. Goldie
(Oxford: Oxford University Press), 3–18.
Darwall, S. (1998). Empathy, sympathy, care. Philos. Stud. 89, 261–282.
doi: 10.1023/A:1004289113917
Davis, M. H. (1980). A multidimensional approach to individual differences in
empathy. Catalog Select. Doc. Psychol. 10:85.
Decety, J. (2006). Human empathy. Jpn. J. Neuropsychol. 22, 11–33.
Decety, J. (2007). “A social cognitive neuroscience model of human empathy,”
in Social Neuroscience: Integrating Biological and Psychological Explanations
of Social Behavior, eds E. Harmon-Jones and P. Winkielman (New York, NY:
Guilford Publications), 246–270.
Decety, J., and Chaminade, T. (2003). When the self represents the other: a new
cognitive neuroscience view on psychological identification. Conscious. Cogn.
12, 577–596. doi: 10.1016/S1053-8100(03)00076-X
Decety, J., and Grézes, J. (2006). The power of simulation: imagining one’s own and
other’s behavior. Brain Res. 1079, 4–14. doi: 10.1016/j.brainres.2005.12.115
Decety, J., and Hodges, S. D. (2006). “The social neuroscience of empathy,”
in Bridging Social Psychology: Benefits of Transdisciplinary Approaches,
ed P. A. M. Van Lange (Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates
Publishers), 103–109.
Decety, J., and Jackson, P. L. (2006). A social neuroscience perspective on empathy.
Curr. Dir. Psychol. Sci. 12, 406–411. doi: 10.1111/j.0963-7214.2006.00406.x
Decety, J., and Sommerville, J. A. (2003). Shared representations between self
and other: a social cognitive neuroscience view. Trends Cogn. Sci. 7, 527–533.
doi: 10.1016/j.tics.2003.10.004
Dunning, D., Griffin, D. W., Milojkovic, J. D., and Ross, L. (1990). The
overconfidence effect in social prediction. J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 58, 568–581.
doi: 10.1037/0022-3514.58.4.568
Gehlbach, H., Marietta, G., King, A. M., Karutz, C., Bailenson, J., and Dede,
C. (2015). Many ways to walk a mile in another’s moccasins: type of social
perspective taking and its effect on negotiation outcomes. Comput. Hum.
Behav. 52, 523–532. doi: 10.1016/j.chb.2014.12.035
Goldie, P. (1999). How we think of others’ emotions.’ Mind Lang. 14, 394–423.
doi: 10.1111/1468-0017.00118
Goldie, P. (2000). The Emotions: A Philosophical Exploration. Oxford: Clarendon.
Goldie, P. (2011). “Anti-Empathy,” in Empathy: Philosophical and Psychological
Perspectives, eds A. Coplan and P. Goldie (Oxford: Oxford University
Press), 302–317.
Goldman (2011). “Two routes to empathy: insights from Cognitive Neuroscience,”
in Empathy: Philosophical and Psychological Perspectives, eds A. Coplan and P.
Goldie (Oxford: Oxford University Press), 31–44.
Goldman, A. I. (2006). Simulating Minds: The Philosophy, Psychology, and
Neuroscience of Mindreading. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Groom, V., Bailenson, J., and Nass, C. (2009). The influence of racial embodiment
on racial bias in immersive virtual environments. Soc. Infl. 4, 231–248.
doi: 10.1080/15534510802643750
Hamilton-Giachritsis, C., Banakou, D., Garcia Quiroga, M., Giachritsis,
C., and Slater, M. (2018). Reducing risk and improving maternal
perspective-taking and empathy using virtual embodiment. Sci. Rep. 8:2975.
doi: 10.1038/s41598-018-21036-2
Hasler, B. S., Spanlang, B., and Slater, M. (2017). Virtual race
transformation reverses racial in-group bias. PLoS ONE 12:e0174965.
doi: 10.1371/journal.pone.0174965
Herrera, F., Bailenson, J., Weisz, E., Ogle, E., and Zaki, J. (2018). Building
longterm empathy: a large scale comparison of traditional and virtual
reality perspective-taking. PLoS ONE 13:e0204494. doi: 10.1371/journal.pone.
0204494
Iacoboni, M. (2008). Mirroring People: The New Science of How We Connect With
Others. New York, NY: Farrar, Straus, and Giroux.
Ingram, K. M., Espelage, D. L., Merrin, G. J., Valido, A., Heinhorst, J., and
Joyce, M. (2019). Evaluation of a virtual reality enhanced bullying prevention
curriculum pilot trial. J. Adolesc. 71, 72–83. doi: 10.1016/j.adolescence.2018.
12.006
Jackson, P. L., Brunet, E., Meltzoff, A. N., and Decety, J. (2006a). Empathy
examined through the neural mechanisms involved in imagining how i feel
versus how you feel pain: an event-related fmri study. Neuropsychologia 44,
752–761. doi: 10.1016/j.neuropsychologia.2005.07.015
Jackson, P. L., Meltzoff, A. N., and Decety, J. (2006b). Neural circuits
involved in imitation and perspective-taking. NeuroImage 31, 429–439.
doi: 10.1016/j.neuroimage.2005.11.026
Keysar, B., Lin, S., and Barr, D. J. (2003). Limits on theory of mind use in adults.
Cognition 89, 25–41. doi: 10.1016/S0010-0277(03)00064-7
Oh, S. Y., Bailenson, J., Weisz, E., and Zaki, J. (2016). Virtually old: embodied
perspective taking and reduction ofageism under threat. Comput. Hum. Behav.
60, 398–410. doi: 10.1016/j.chb.2016.02.007
Peck, T. C., Seinfeld, S., Aglioti, S. M., and Slater, M. (2013). Putting yourself in the
skin of a black avatar reduces implicit racial bias. Conscious. Cogn. 22, 779–787.
doi: 10.1016/j.concog.2013.04.016
Persson, I., and Savulescu, J. (2018). The moral importance of reflective empathy.
Neuroethics 11, 183–193. doi: 10.1007/s12152-017-9350-7
Ramirez, E. J., Elliot, M., and Milam, P. (2021). What it’s like to be a ____: why It’s
(often) unethical to use VR as an empathy nudging tool. Ethics Inform. Technol.
doi: 10.1007/s10676-021-09594-y. [Epub ahead of print].
Read, H. (2019). A typology of empathy and its moral forms. Philos. Compass
14:e12623. doi: 10.1111/phc3.12623
Rosenberg, R. S., Baughman, S. L., and Bailenson, J. (2013). Virtual superheroes:
using superpowers in virtual reality to encourage prosocial behaviour. PLoS
ONE 8:e55003. doi: 10.1371/journal.pone.0055003
Royzman, E. B., Cassidy, K. W., and Baron, J. (2003). “I know, you know”:
epistemic egocentrism in children and adults. Rev. Gen. Psychol. 7, 38–65.
doi: 10.1037/1089-2680.7.1.38
Ruby, P., and Decety, J. (2001). Effect of subjective perspective taking during
simulation of action: a pet investigation of agency. Nat. Neurosci. 4, 546–550.
doi: 10.1038/87510
Ruby, P., and Decety, J. (2004). How would you feel versus how do you think she
would feel? a neuroimaging study of perspective-taking with social emotions. J.
Cogn. Neurosci. 16, 988–999. doi: 10.1162/0898929041502661
Rueda, J., and Lara, F. (2020). Virtual reality and empathy enhancement: ethical
aspects. Front. Robot. AI 7:506984. doi: 10.3389/frobt.2020.506984
Seinfeld, S., Arroyo-Palacios, J., Iruretagoyena, G., Hortensius, R., Zapata, L. E.,
Borland, D., et al. (2018). Offenders became the victim in virtual reality:
impact of changing perspective in domestic violence. Sci. Rep. 8:2692.
doi: 10.1038/s41598-018-19987-7
Stotland, E. (1969). “Exploratory investigations of empathy.” in Advances in
Experimental Social Psychology, Vol. 4, ed L. Berkowitz (New York, NY:
Academic Press), 271–314.
Ventura, S., Badenes-Ribera, L., Herrero, R., Cebolla, A., Galiana, L., and Baños,
R. (2020). Virtual reality as a medium to elicit empathy: a meta-analysis.
Cyberpsychol. Behav. Soc. Netw. 23, 667–676. doi: 10.1089/cyber.2019.0681
Conflict of Interest: The authors declare that the research was conducted in the
absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be construed as a
potential conflict of interest.
Publisher’s Note: All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the authors
and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated organizations, or those of
the publisher, the editors and the reviewers. Any product that may be evaluated in
this article, or claim that may be made by its manufacturer, is not guaranteed or
endorsed by the publisher.
Copyright © 2021 Lara and Rueda. This is an open-access article distributed
under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (CC BY). The use,
distribution or reproduction in other forums is permitted, provided the original
author(s) and the copyright owner(s) are credited and that the original publication
in this journal is cited, in accordance with accepted academic practice. No use,
distribution or reproduction is permitted which does not comply with these terms.
Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 4 August 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 741516
